New York tries Clinton, but doesn’t inhale 


NEW YORK — During the 1964 
Barry Goldwater said: 

Sometimes I think we should just saw 
off the Eastern seaboard and let it float 
out to sea.” 

These days, I have a sneaking suspi¬ 
cion that Bill Clinton may be harboring 
just such senti¬ 
ments. His 
strength in non- 
Southern states 
within spitting 
distance of the 
Atlantic Ocean 
roughly equals 
Pat Buchanan's 
electoral appeal 
in Berkeley, 
Calif. 

Clinton lost 
the New Hamp¬ 
shire primary, 
the Maine cau¬ 
cuses, the Mary¬ 
land primary, and the Massachusetts 
and Rhode Island primaries. Last 
week, his triumphal march to the nomi¬ 
nation became a Pier Six brawl after a 
narrow loss in Connecticut. 

And so far, the battle for New York 
has turned into a classic cartoon farce 
.worthy of Tex Avery or Chuck Jones, 
with another cigar exploding in Clin¬ 
ton's face every day. 

Well, maybe it’s something about 
the salt water. Maybe it’s something 
about a Southern accent that doesn't 
play all that well in the Northeast, 
reminding us of Theodore Bilbo, Orval 
Eaubus, Bull Connor, George Wallace, 


the Rev. Jim Bakker or the Rev. Jimmy 
Swaggart. 

But I think it's something else, 
particularly in New York, where blunt, 
even rude, talk is a matter of local 
pride. ("How many New Yorkers does 
it take to change a light bulb?” "Who 
the — wants to know?") IPs the sense 
that Bill Clinton is, in the British 
phrase, "too clever by half," too smart 
for his own good. 

It's hard, for example, to communi¬ 
cate just how badly Clinton hurt himself 
with his revelation that he had once 
smoked marijuana, but didn't inhale. 
(All New York native Billy Crystal had 
to do during the Monday night Oscar 
telecast was to repeat those two 
words, with no introduction or explana¬ 
tion, to bring down the house.) 

What was that supposed to suggest? 
That Clinton didn't really get stoned, 
even once? That (to recall a phrase 
from the late '50s) Clinton was, in drug 
matters, a technical virgin? 

A simple statement a year or so ago 
— ‘1 tried marijuana when I was 

It’s hard, for example, to 
communicate just how 
badly Clinton hurt 
himself with his 
revelation that he had 
once smoked marijuana, 
but didn’t inhale. 


young; I ate five bags of sour cream and 
onion potato chips, forgot where I put 
my house keys, and decided enough 
was enough" — would have done just 
fine. Instead, we got an evasion and 
Clinton got a horse laugh. 

This same tendency — to explain 
too much — has become a Clinton 
reflex. For every question in a debate, 
we get a response designed to list 
every conceivable policy option in 90 
seconds or less; after a while, it begins 
to sound like the auctioneer in those old 
Lucky Strike ads. 

Like a lot of other politicians who 
came to office very young — U.S. Sen. 

A1 Gore, D-Tenn., comes to mind — 
Clinton seems determined to prove he 
is the smartest guy in the room. But 
right now, his intelligence and knowl¬ 
edge are not at issue. 

Maybe once in a while, Clinton 
could do what he was doing a few 
months ago — actually push a question 
beyond policy options, into a broader 
concern about what has happened to 
our culture and our communities. 

Maybe he could openly acknowl¬ 
edge and address the doubts that sur¬ 
round him, instead of attributing them 
to bad press. 

He might even want to talk a bit 
about what happens during a campaign 
— about how the biggest danger politi¬ 
cians face is not losing votes, but losing 
the best part of themselves in the 
frenzy. 

That kind of talk, drawl and all, 
might mix well, even in a coastal 
climate. 
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question 


Here's a suggested response for 
elected officials of a certain age when 
asked whether they smoked marijuana: 

"Of course,” 

When political handlers are patting 
together position papers in the years to 
come, they should Include an appendix 
they might as well call the Rolling 
Papers. 

Exhibit A might be the way in which 
Gov. Bill Clinton 
handled the 
dope issue when 
it came up this 
year. He 
backed, he filled, 
he clung to the 
letter of the 
question ("I 
have never bro¬ 
ken the laws of 
my country”), 
and finally he 
•said that, lfice so 
many other peo¬ 
ple of his gener¬ 
ation, he did 
smoke marijua¬ 
na when young, at Oxford when he was 
a Rhodes scholar. He then went on to 
explain. 

Never explain. 

One result was that Billy Crystal, 
who has made the Oscar telecast finally 
worth staying awake for, looked into 
the camera the other night and said, 
"Didn't inhale?” to a great guffaw from 
the audience. 

Clinton's suggestion that he 
smoked dope without inhaling made 
him look like either a fibber or a dork. 
Saying you smoked dope but didn't 
inhale is the equivalent of saying you 
drank beer but didn’t swallow it. 

I've been told that we're being 
particularly hard on Clinton this year, 
and I understand why some people are 
saying so. But they're missing the 
point The point is that in some sense 




he's in the wrong place at the wrong 
time, running for president during a 
period of intense exploration of charac¬ 
ter issues. 

Like the rest of us, he's still not sure 
where the land mines lie, so he's wound 
up dancing around some questions best 
served by standing pat. 

There are still purists who contend 
that character is not the point, that we 


We're still working out which culs- 
de-sac in the lives of candidates are 
dead ends and which teach us some¬ 
thing important about the landscapes 
of their lives, which issues are charac¬ 
ter issues and which are peripheral 
ones. Sometimes we get it wrong. 
Ultimately the voters decide. 

We assume that voters care about 
cheating, lying, law-breaking. But we 


C linton’s suggestion that he smoked dope 
without inhaling made him look like 
either a fibber or a dork. 


should look solely at where candidates 
stand on the issues. That's foolish. 

We elect a whole person, not just a 
position paper on national health insur¬ 
ance or tax cuts. 

If George Bush loses in November, 
it will be for many reasons, but one will 
be that he just didn’t seem like a real 
guy, someone who understood sad 
songs, shrunken paychecks and maca¬ 
roni meals. 

Certainly the comely and charming 
Clinton, who promises to stick with us 
until the last dog dies, is running in part 
on his personality, and we've decided 
to explore it fully. 


still don't really have a handle on 
whether people think infidelity counts 
as cheating or lying. 

And we have a pretty good idea that 
they're not much bothered by the 
breach of laws that accompanied smok¬ 
ing a joint. Character issues are fluid 
things, peculiar to their time. 

It would be a ho-hum story today to 
uncover a candidate's short-lived first 
marriage when, just three decades ago, 
divorce meant disqualification. No one 
then talked much about sexual harass¬ 
ment; today it could torpedo a cam¬ 
paign. 

Drug use has become ho-hum, too. 


The unwritten rule for public officials 
seems to be that they have to say they 
only did it once or twice and that they 
didn't enjoy it. 

For all of us who lived in dorm 
rooms with Indian print bedspreads on 
the walls at around the same time they 
did, this seems not only foolish but 
shortsighted. 

One of the things that was so 
surreal about Nancy Reagan, in her 
trim little Adolfo suits, cruising the 
country to tell kids to just say no, was 
that she didn't have a clue about why so 
many of them were saying yes. 

You could make an argument that 
those who have had a brush with drug 
use have some perspective on drug 
abuse. 


allure of drugs is that they’ve b< 
known to make you feel tempora 
terrific? That’s why people wind 
using them to excess, particularly 
they have lousy lives. 

In the long shadow of crack ; 
alcohol abuse, smoking marijuana 
come to seem pretty tame. And 
apparent that soon it will be an ana 
ronistic footnote in discussions of 
character of the candidate. 

The drug issue has become in: 
nmcant as it has become unabash 
Short, sweet, without excuses or ca 
ats: Just say yes. 
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